In essence the coroner has a duty to hold an inquest where there is reasonable cause to suspect that the deceased has died a violent or unnatural death, a sudden death of unknown cause, or has died in prison or custody. In Scotland the cases are referred to the Procurator Fiscal.
In each case the coroner must find the answers to four questions about the death: Who was the deceased, where, when and how did the deceased die?
In England and Wales there are around 500,000 deaths a year, around half are reported to the corner's office locally each year. About half of these, 93,000, will undergo post mortem examination by pathologists. About one third of these, some 30,000 deaths will lead to inquests with around 450 of them with juries.
A coroner's inquest is inquisitorial in nature.
There are no sides but there may be representation of family or an "interested person". It is not a question of laying blame or apportioning guilt, either civil or criminal; that is expressly forbidden by law. It is a fact-finding exercise and not a method of apportioning guilt. That is not to say that the process cannot find fault in someone or something. The coroner has a duty to conduct a full, fair and fearless investigation.
The second way in which the system provides justice to the public is this. The coroner system exists to provide justice to the public not only in identifying causes of death but in preventing future deaths of a similar nature, something which families often feel passionately about. "We speak for the dead to protect the living."
Going To Court
You will usually be put on notice that your attendance is required, and asked before hand for dates that are convenient to you.
If you are served with a witness summons, you must attend at the specified time and for a set duration. You must comply with a witness summons, otherwise you risk being found in contempt of court -this is a criminal offence and might, in addition, be reported to the GMC. If you believe that you have a legitimate reason for being unable to attend, you should seek advice.
Before going to court, read your report and review the medical notes. Find out where the court is and how long it will take to get there. Make sure the medical notes will be available at court, get to the court in good time and expect to be kept waiting.
Giving Evidence
Evidence is given by witnesses under oath, which means that you are under a legal obligation to tell the truth at an inquest. As said before the coroner's court is not adversarial, however, questions from family members can be hostile and interested persons have the right to representation. Your trust may arrange legal representation to protect the trust's interests. They may also be able to represent you. In cases where there is a potential conflict between your interests and those of your employing trust, separate representation can be provided through your medical defense organisation.
The GMC publication Good Medical Practice (2103) stipulates that there is an obligation for a doctor to inform the GMC (without delay) in circumstances when they have been criticised by an official inquiry (which would include a coroner's inquest).
National Health Service (Performers Lists) (England) Regulations 2013 places performers under an obligation to inform NHS England if the coroner has found that the performer's actions have caused, or contributed to, the death of the deceased, or otherwise had their conduct brought into question at an inquest conducted as part of an investigation under the Coroners and Justice Act 2009.
When giving evidence you must be honest and trustworthy. Make sure that any evidence you give or documents you write, or sign, are not false or misleading. You should recognise and work within the limits of your competence. You must take reasonable steps to check the information and must not deliberately leave out relevant information.
An inquest is held in public and is a formal proceeding. The coroner will request a statement from you and if called as a witness, may ask you to read through your statement. You may, however, just be asked to provide a report and may not be needed as a witness if your evidence is clear and unlikely to be controversial. "Interested persons" are permitted to ask questions, however the coroner decides whether a question is relevant to the inquest.
The following verdicts can be delivered:
 Natural causes  Accident or misadventure  Suicide  Narrative, which enables the coroner to set out the circumstances by which the death came about  Unlawful killing  Miscellaneous (drug dependence/industrial)  Neglect  Open, meaning that there is insufficient evidence to decide how the death came about -the case is left open in case further evidence appears.
The coroner does not decide issues of clinical negligence; however, the phrase "aggravated by self-neglect or lack of care" can be added to the first four verdicts if it is appropriate. This may have implications for the healthcare professional involved. A doctor can be referred to their regulatory body if the coroner considers that it would prevent a recurrence of the incident that caused the death.
Useful resources
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/36 3879/guide-to-coroner-service.pdf
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